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Abstract: Design can be both a practice of freedom or a practice of oppression, depending on who designs and whose intentions are prioritized. When this practice underestimates, excludes, disrespects, or deceives people who are part of oppressed
groups, it intensifies oppression. Design as a practice of freedom takes more than a
new design method. It requires the union of the oppressed. This paper describes the
weaving of the Design & Oppression network, which responded to the growth of political authoritarianism and naive consciousness in design. The network's goal is to establish bonds of solidarity between all struggles against oppression that cut across design. Its critical pedagogy draws from the Latin American tradition of critical thinking
in Education, Arts, and Sociology, promoting both professional training and concrete
social actions.
Keywords: design, oppression, freedom, critical pedagogy

1. To begin with: confrontation is not only political but pedagogical
Design can be both a practice of freedom or a practice of oppression, depending on who designs and whose intentions are prioritized. This aspect of the practice is rarely discussed in
design education and design research, possibly because the work of Paulo Freire on the Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) has not yet been considered seriously in this field (Serpa et
al., 2020). The criticism of naive consciousness and the development of critical consciousness as described by Paulo Freire and his master Álvaro Vieira Pinto (Freire, 1970; Vieira
Pinto, 1960) is currently a marginal topic in design research and education (Gonzatto, Van
Amstel, and Jatobá, 2021; Serpa and Batista e Silva, 2021; Noel, 2020).
What are the consequences of starting a remote study group to read Paulo Freire and other
damned authors in the midst of the COVID -19 pandemic, with the intention of raising critical
consciousness in Brazilian design? What happens when such a group starts from the assumption that there is something wrong with design because it is linked to the capitalist system
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0
International Licence.

Bibiana Oliveira Serpa, Frederick Van Amstel, Marco Mazzarotto, Ricardo Artur Carvalho, Rodrigo
Freese Gonzatto, Sâmia Batista e Silva, Yasmin da Silva Menezes

and the multiple oppressions it supports? What does it mean to raise such a critique from
the perspective of Latin American critical thinking while eschewing the European and AngloSaxon American design canons that supports the practice of oppression?
Before answering these questions, we want to reconstruct the historical moment and the
political space in which they were formulated. After many years of mobilizing social movements and supporting progressive political leaders, the Brazilian society achieved important
milestones: alleviating poverty (by increasing the minimum wage and income support such
as Bolsa Família), outlawing domestic violence (through the Maria da Penha Law), repairing
historical racism (through racial quotas policy and the inclusion of Afro-Brazilian and African
history in basic education subjects), eschewing LGBTphobia (through the recognition of
same-sex marriage and inclusion policies to trans people), reducing political opaqueness
(through transparency laws and popular participation initiatives in Senate and Congress),
among many others advancements. These achievements were questioned after the coup
that toppled President Dilma Rousseff in 2016 based on conservative moralism.
The impeachment process opened up many possibilities for political setbacks. The Bolsa
Família poverty and hunger program was reinterpreted as an alms grant; the Maria da Penha
law was criticized on the pretext that only women were heard in domestic violence cases;
racial quotas in universities were criticized as reinforcing black victimism; Afro-Brazilian and
African history classes were called irrelevant or decontextualized; gender and women's
rights agendas were portrayed as indoctrination; same-sex marriage was invalidated with arguments from the Bible in favor of the traditional family. A small but loud crowd called for
military intervention in democratic institutions.
In 2018, an inexpressive 30-year congressman was elected president of Brazil with a neoliberal-conservative discourse. Jair Bolsonaro collected controversy by taking a stand on social
media against the feminist, Black, and LGBTQIA + movements. Denying the existence of a
military dictatorship in the country's history, he paid civic homage to its notorious torturers.
Disinformation and propaganda elevated him to the status of a "myth" among his supporters, generating a naive form of consciousness that is detached from reality confrontation
(Vieira Pinto, 1960).
In need of a home enemy to attack, Bolsonaro targeted public universities and federal colleges. His Minister of Education launched several unfounded attacks on universities’ cannabis plantation, their chronic state of turmoil, and lack of productivity. He blamed Paulo Freire
for these problems, even if the man was dead a long time ago (Knijnik, 2021). The educator
came to be publicly disliked on several occasions, and his appointment as Patron of Brazilian
Education was threatened by a bill proposal to revoke the title.
The dispute between public university communities and the Ministry of Education reached
its peak in 2020 when the COVID-19 pandemic spread and Brazilian universities were forced
to suspend in-person activities. The Minister tried to force a quick transition to remote
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learning, but there was not enough infrastructure in place. The federal government's inability to deal with the crisis was evident and was denounced by different segments of society
(Pelanda and Van Amstel, 2021). Due to the health crisis, it was not possible to mobilize
street protests and build a popularly-based political front to demand better institutional policies.
Like most academic departments, Brazilian design schools stopped their teaching and slowly
transposed their face-to-face practices to computer-mediated practice, even if this implied
the exclusion of a large portion of students. In this context of intense social contradictions, a
network of design researchers and educators insurged to discuss Paulo Freire's relevance to
design (Van Amstel et al. 2021). The purpose of this paper is to further theorize the critical
pedagogy developed by our network and to lay the foundations for design as a practice of
freedom. We begin our theoretical musing in section 2 “The head thinks from where the feet
step”. The description of the collaborative and horizontal processes that sustain the group is
in topic number 3, “Liberation is not a gift, not a self-achievement, but a mutual process”. In
4, “Design as a Practice of Freedom”, we summarize lessons learned along this process, and,
finally, we conclude this text by looking at new paths in 5: “Teaching and Learning cannot be
out of search, beauty, and joy”.

2. The head thinks from where the feet step: Our theoretical
grounds
Since our network’s inception, we have been committed to the thought produced within our
Latin American reality — colonized, invaded, and oppressed by the Global North metropolises. Colonization no longer occurs through territorial occupation and political uphold, yet it
conserves the aspect of cultural invasion (Freire, 1970) and underdevelopment (Vieira Pinto,
1960), which also appears in other places beyond Latin America. For this reason, we were
also interested in reading bell hooks, a Black North American woman fighting for her space
in an environment dominated by white men, and Frantz Fanon, a Black man, and psychiatrist
who became known for his work in the decolonization struggle in Algeria, Africa.
From these initial readings and from where our feet step, our theoretical foundations
emerged and expanded. These foundations did not ignore what had already been produced
in the metropolis. On the contrary: we critically devoured and absorbed this knowledge, following the anthropophagic tradition of Brazilian art and design (Van Amstel and Gonzatto,
2020), which requires confronting the academic culture with popular culture. We were also
inspired by Fanon words (1963, p. 150): "in an underdeveloped country an authentic national middle class ought to consider as its bounden duty to betray the calling fate has
marked out for it, and to put itself to school with the people: in other words to put at the
people's disposal the intellectual and technical capital that it has snatched when going
through the colonial universities."
The problem is that the national middle class in Brazil was interested at that time primarily
in reproducing the Global North’s habits, tastes, and technologies as if these were better
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than their own. In the design field, populated mainly by middle-class workers, this never-fulfilling ambition turns into reproducing theories, methods, practices, and esthetics from the
Global North. As these do not address the oppressed reality that Global South designers live
and work, design workers and students get increasingly alienated from their surrounding reality by studying the Global North design literature (Angelon and Van Amstel, 2021). If we
wanted to be responsive to our context, we realized we needed to reconstruct the foundations of design based on the concept of oppression.
Our first theoretical premise was the recognition of oppression as a constant dehumanizing
force in political, economic, and cultural relations. This force splits into several specific oppressive actions: the banking process of education1, sexist acts, racial prejudice, and other
situations in which an oppressor group curtails the freedom of an oppressed group, stealing
from them what is capable of humanizing them (Dalaqua, 2020). We asked ourselves if the
design shaped by capitalist, masculine, and White references from places like North American and European urban centers is either oppressed or oppressive design?
As Freire (1974) points out, oppression is a historical possibility and not a natural relation because the human vocation is to be free and to live for oneself. Oppression divides us between the oppressed and the oppressors, a situation in which both groups become dehumanized: the first, by having their humanity stolen from them; the second, by needing to
steal the humanity of others in order to constitute their own (Dalaqua, 2020). This division is
not monolithic but intersectional, as in the case of a low-income Black man who seeks power
through sexism (hooks, 2013). This understanding leads us to constantly recognize and fight
the oppressor who dehumanizes us from the inside, taking advantage of the social normalization of oppression (Boal, 2013).
The fight against oppression is, according to Fanon, Freire, Boal, and hooks, the fight to restore what can humanize us. This brings us to the importance of the second theoretical principle, which is to place more weight on the process rather than on its goal. To be coherent
and effective, struggles for liberation need to be collective, horizontal, and dialogical. As
Freire (1974) reminds us, the pedagogy of the oppressed is a struggle forged by all the people and with all the people, not by a few people for the majority of the people like in ecofriendly, bottom-of-the-pyramid, socially-innovative industrial design (Manzini, 2015).
In this regard, Freire's (2014) accounts of his experience in agrarian settlements during his
exile in Chile is emblematic. University agronomists, even if well-intentioned in helping traditional rural communities, assumed the posture of saviors, of sole holders of knowledge.
Agronomists tried to impose their technical solutions to the peasants pretty much like industrial designers impose their designerly solutions to the bottom-of-the-pyramid (Pansera and
Owen, 2018), without considering their interests and local culture. In Freire's view, it was
nothing more than a cultural invasion, a prescription that tried to replace the local culture

Banking education is a concept that explains how oppression manifests itself in Education: knowledge is deposited in the
head of the student as if it were a value that may or may not be used in the future (Freire, 1970).
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with that of the invader. If these agronomists were really committed to the rural communities, they should have assumed a humble posture, problematizing reality together with the
community, although without totally renouncing their knowledge. That is: not transmitting,
but dialoguing knowledge. In this way, the knowledge collectively built could contribute to
the advancement of the fight against oppression, recognizing the active role of all people
and the local culture in a way that everyone would teach and learn. As Freire points, "nobody educates anybody, nobody educates him/herself, [people] educate each other, mediated by the world" (Freire, 1974, p. 63).
A direct consequence of this dialogical approach brings us to the third theoretical principle,
which is the understanding that all people have the creative potential to transform their
reality. For instance, learning to read is not only meant to see the world made by others but
to write one's own word, to recreate one's own world so that "life as biology becomes life as
biography. Perhaps this is the most accurate meaning of literacy: to learn to write one's life
as an author and as a witness to one's history, that is, to biograph oneself, to exist, to historicize oneself" (Fiori, 2019, p. 12).
To live the creative experience of being human requires, as our fourth principle postulates,
countering the oppressions that dichotomize life. Freire (1974) pointed at the problems of
separating theory and practice, advocating instead for a praxis that unites both. In a similar
vein, Augusto Boal (2009) explains that there is an overvaluation of symbolic thinking
(words) to the detriment of the sensitive (non-verbal) in modern society. The result of that is
the harsh separation between mind and body that justifies ignoring oppression in academia,
as bell hooks found (2013). These critical voices denounced the fragmentation of our existence that prevents us from living our wholeness as human beings and designers.
Our last and perhaps most important premise is that our actions are never neutral, but always political. We are constantly reflecting: on which side of the struggle do we position
ourselves? On the side of the oppressors, by omission or by deliberate action, helping to
maintain the mechanisms that curtail freedom? Or on the side of the oppressed people,
fighting together to overcome oppression? We considered these questions in each of our actions, whether as educators or designers, because, as Fry (2007, p. 8) reminds us, "design is
profoundly political, it either serves or subverts the status quo". Neutral design is not possible, except as ideology.

3. Liberation is not a gift, not a self-achievement, but a mutual
process: The formation of the network
The Design & Oppression network hosts a weekly online reading group and a regular live
broadcast. In the network gatherings, we get to know each other and built together a plural
and open space to think about design in a critical way. The network weavers are motivated
by the dream of living in a world free from any kind of oppression during these meetings. No
one is completely free from oppression but we try as much as possible to design liberating
interactions among ourselves (Gonzatto and Van Amstel, 2017).
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The group is entangled within the university and research environment, so we drew on our
personal experiences of training and participation in study groups. Our first online meetings
were very reminiscent of a face-to-face study group meetings. Unwittingly, we reproduced
the expected attitudes: educators spoke and students listened or asked questions. This was
not the intention of the group that started the network, but we realized that, although practices and tools were different from a traditional teaching-learning situation, there were still
some elements of banking education in our group meetings. As we dived deeper into Paulo
Freire's and hook’s teachings, the readings pushed us to do something different, such as
changing the hierarchical structures of priority of speech, welcoming knowledge made out of
the experience, and listening to the voices of the oppressed.
As we took ownership of new tools and knowledge, we evaluated the videoconferencing system design biases. We questioned: what do these technologies stand for? In Google Meet,
the speaker is highlighted. Those who usually speak remain with their camera open, as a sign
of their speaking disposition. In contrast, those who do not usually speak remain silent and
with the camera closed. In this way, even though wide participation was encouraged, we
identified that the use of videoconferencing in that context was anti-dialogical (Mazzarotto
Filho and Serpa, 2022; Freire, 1970) because it afforded oppressive interactions (Gonzatto
and Van Amstel, 2017). Even if we had participation in the chat, it did not generate strong
engagement and deep discussions, possibly because the platform does not offer nested or
structured chats.
After finishing the readings of Paulo Freire’s works in the first 3 months of the study group,
the participants decided to migrate from Google Meet to Discord. Discord offered lower latency as it was originally designed to support gamers in fast multiplayer games. Discord’s interaction over multiple simultaneous text channels matched the group's desire: to welcome
disagreement and provide options for more people to express themselves. Along with this
move to Discord, the Design & Oppression group reconceptualized its activity as a network,
renaming itself as the Design & Oppression network.
Initially, audio participation was tightly disputed, especially when the meetings had a large
number of participants (30+). Therefore, in the first meetings, we built some formal mechanisms for speech distribution. Since Discord at that time did not offer a speaking queue, we
manually created a text channel for it. The next speakers had to post an emoji in that channel, which was followed by a time-counting chat robot intended to stimulate voice distribution equality.
As the months went by, we felt that the meeting participants used the text chat channel
more and more intensively, complementing and expanding the audio talk, but often creating
different and parallel lines of debate. Rather than restricting this use, we encouraged this expression. In addition, we explored the use of emojis and animated GIFs in text chat to
broaden the possibilities of communication (Figure 1).
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Discord also had its biases. Unlike Google Meet, Discord offers the possibility to establish
member roles, assigning special privileges for server configuration. We had no interest in
concentrating privileges. However, we were concerned that letting anyone do whatever they
wanted on the server could pave the way for trolls and other kinds of oppressors. Hence, we
defined a role for the network founders with special privileges to delete messages and ban
trolls: the complicator. These members are also responsible for articulating the debate, adding new problems, and preventing easy conclusions, acting in the opposite role of the facilitator in design thinking (Mosely et al., 2018). The complicator role was inspired by the joker
role in the Theater of the Oppressed, a jack-of-all-trades who produces, stages, and directs
the play (Boal, 2009). As the months passed, several participants were invited to join the
complicators. The group grew from the initial 6 founders to a heterogeneous group of 20
complicators.

Figure 1. Screenshot of the Design & Oppression network Discord server. On the left are the different
text channels and on the right, a dialog with text, image, and custom stickers.

At the time of this writing, the network organized more than 50 meetings. People from all
macro-regions of Brazil participated and even some from other countries. In 2020, we studied and discussed the work of Paulo Freire, Frantz Fanon, and bell hooks in relation to contemporary design issues such as oppression, participation, social justice, prejudice, and dialogue. In 2021, we focused on discussing Augusto Boal (2009) and his ideas on the esthetics
of the oppressed, Álvaro Vieira Pinto (1962), and his thoughts on the meaning of the workers' strikes, and Arturo Escobar (2019) on autonomous design. These choices were always
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democratically and collectively taken by the attending members in the last section of every
meeting: the participatory metadesign moment (Van Amstel et al. 2021).
For some of these authors, the members decided to organize a live streaming event to systematize the discussions held. This event allowed the sharing of learning with people who
could not attend the meetings and people who did not know the network. The live stream
recordings were also meant to be used as open educational in teaching and research.
We produced the live streams in StreamYard and broadcasted them to an open Youtube
channel. Some complicators appeared on the video while others interacted in the text chat,
shifting places along the stream. The stream preparation was a participatory process that involved collective note-taking, visual mapping, and scriptwriting. After experimenting with
having free-flowing and structured dialogues, we developed a remote forum theater method
based on Theater of the Oppressed (Saito et al. 2022; Boal 2009). Our first play was Design
and Precarious Work in Digital Platforms (2020), which raised the responsibility and danger
of designing work relations. The second was The Invasion of the Design Thinker Gringo
(2021) (Figure 2), a play on the colonial biases we found in universal design methods. The
last work is Wicked Problems, Wicked Designs (2021), a story about a designer who wants to
create a business centereperiod poverty without acknowleding the work done by feminist
social movements who demand public policies (Saito et al. 2022; Boal 2009).

Figure 2. The Invasion of the Design Thinker Gringo (2021) performed on the World Theater of the
Oppressed Day (March 16). Participants use webcam filters for characterization.

The live stream communication design followed an esthetics of the oppressed (Boal, 2009)
that displays a photo of the author with a stripe over their eyes, generating an ambiguous
sign of censorship and identity protection that reminded them of the oppressive environment in which we operated (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Graphic material for promoting the network's live streams.

We often invited the students and teachers from our institutions, who were excited to join a
space that addresses issues that are purposefully neglected by design education curricula
(Noel, 2020). It is notorious how these participants became more openly critical and political
in other institutional spaces after joining the network. In total, 618 members have participated at some point in the network's meetings and activities. Weekly participation fluctuated in 2021, with an average of 15 participants. The peak of 90 participants was reached in
the initial meetings of 2020. More than just numbers, the main outcome of the network is
the formation of an insurgent design coalition increasingly engaged, critical, politicized, and
emancipated in Brazil (Van Amstel et al., 2021; Serpa et al., 2021). The next chapter summarizes what we have learned about design as a practice of freedom.

4. Design as a practice of freedom: Our learning as a network
All of the infrastructuring (Martilla, 2016) and designing liberating interactions (Gonzatto
and Van Amstel, 2027) described in the previous section were discussed openly and widely
because we understand that participation is currently the main way to fight oppression in
design (Serpa et al., 2020). However, we also see that participation can be used for demagogy, without actually including people in decision-making (Palacin et al., 2020). The participation we seek aims at dialogue and contestation, offering the possibility of transforming reality and not just adjusting to it (Freire, 1970; Vieira Pinto, 1960). We tried to find leverage
points that enable structural transformations, starting from sharing knowledge and ending in
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the renewal of the sense of community (hooks, 2013) through raising consciousness on its
conditions and origins (Vieira Pinto, 1960).
We can characterize the digital infrastructure of the Design & Oppression network as a space
for listening, reflection, dispute, and synthesis, matching the description of a learning community (hooks, 2013) or a community that practices the design of itself (Escobar, 2018). The
original design of the Design & Oppression network was heavily influenced by Freirean critical pedagogy and his concept of dialogical action (Mazzarotto Filho and Serpa, 2022; Freire,
1974). Therefore, the virtual spaces were crafted for the joint investigation of reality that
characterizes dialogical action. Running along the dialogue, the conscientization process expanded the diversity of factors that are included in the participants’ know-how and ways of
putting themselves into the world.

5. Teaching and learning cannot take place outside of research,
beauty, and joy: Considerations for other conversations
The Design & Oppression network insurged against the growing political authoritarianism
and naive consciousness in design (Van Amstel et al., 2021). The network's goal is to establish bonds of solidarity between all struggles against oppression that cut across design (Serpa
and Batista e Silva, 2021). Our future will be guided by the values we have presented thus
far, and by our desire to carry out concrete social actions.
The fact that the network has been formed, and is being formed, through the internet, allowed the meeting of people that would perhaps never meet in person. The opportunity to
create a digital environment for debating overlooked issues in design created bonds across
geographical and institutional borders. In this sense, we wove not only a network of collaboration, but also a common body of knowledge, either by reading together or by sharing experiences. We are gaining theoretical ground, thinking on our feet, certain that the only way
to free ourselves is collective.
We know that many of our training practices have already influenced other groups, whether
using similar tools and approaches for organizing debates, staging live streams, and synthesizing collective readings. We understand that the network's discussions sets out a political
agenda that is marginal in design but we believe that, in the long run, it might generate further research, teaching, and outreach.
As design educators, we were able to develop critical pedagogies in connection with the network which can never be neutral or impartial, but rather problematizing, open, horizontal,
and participatory (Mazzarotto Filho and Serpa, 2022; Van Amstel and Gonzatto, 2020). In
2022, we now return to face-to-face teaching after overcoming the need for social withdrawal imposed by the pandemic. The decision-making procedures, recognizing and evaluating the use of digital platforms, organizing meetings, balancing speaking and listening: all of
these activities were a matter of discussion, dispute, experimentation, and learning. We
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tried to contribute with new forms of engagement in the teaching-learning process, recovering dialogical principles and expanding the possibilities of building emancipatory relationships.
From this collective story, we glimpse another path for design research and education. One
that demands the challenges and commitments of developing a critical consciousness that is
aware of power relations, ideology, and violence as much as it is skilled in organizing, participating, and infrastructuring. By taking this path, we realized that all education is ideologically
oriented, that all design is political, but, even more important, that we must take the side of
the oppressed. Those who want to fight on this side can join us or weave out similar networks. Design as a practice of freedom takes more than a new design method. It requires
the union of the oppressed.
Acknowledgements: We would like to thank all of the Design & Oppression network
community of designers, learners and educators that collectively produced these insights we share here.
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